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Chapter 30

Early Christianity
Gaye Strathearn

How We Know What We Know
An understanding of Christianity’s expansion into the Roman world during the first three hundred years
comes from numerous sources, including the New Testament (Acts, the Epistles, and Revelation), Jewish
writings (Josephus and Philo), Roman historical sources (such as Tacitus and Pliny the Younger), and other
Christian texts such as the Didache, Apostolic Fathers, the Ante-Nicene Fathers, and the Nag Hammadi
Library. Archaeological discoveries have also revealed artifacts, numerous inscriptions and papyri, and
buildings used by Christians.

As Jesus stood on the Mount of Olives at the end
of his forty-day resurrected ministry, he directed
his apostles to be witnesses “in Jerusalem, in all
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth”
(Acts 1:8; see also Matthew 28:19–20). In giving
this direction, he rescinded the command he
gave when he first called them to “Go nowhere
among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the
Samaritans” (Matthew 10:5). The shift in emphasis and direction brought significant challenges
for the fledgling church. It is in the church’s
response to meet those challenges that we see
many developments that transformed a small,
post-resurrection group of believers in a remote
part of the Roman Empire into a force that eventually would take over the Empire, all within the
space of just three hundred years.

Teaching All Nations
In response to Jesus’s command, Philip, and then
Peter and John, went first to teach in Samaria
(Acts 8:5–25). Philip next taught a Gentile, an
Ethiopian eunuch, who seems to have been one
of a group of Gentiles who had converted to
Judaism (Acts 8:27–28). Gentile converts were not
unusual. Josephus records that “the masses [i.e.,
Gentiles] have long since shown a keen desire to
adopt our religious observances” and that the Jews
welcomed those who wished to adopt their laws
(Against Apion 2.28, 39).
The difficulties, however, arose with efforts to
take the gospel to Gentiles who had not converted
to Judaism. Even Peter initially seemed reluctant
to expand missionary activities in that direction
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God-fearers
God-fearers were Gentiles who were attracted to
Judaism but did not convert (or did not convert
fully), probably because they did not want to participate fully in the law of Moses. According to Philo,
they were not, therefore, true converts (Questions
and Answers on Exodus 2.2). Two Greek phrases are
used in the New Testament and other sources to
identify God-fearers. “Those who fear God” is a
phrase that is mentioned frequently in Acts, including with respect to Cornelius and his household
(Acts 10:2, 22, 35) and Gentiles in the synagogue on Paul’s first missionary journey (13:16, 26). An additional
phrase is “those who worship God” when it refers to Gentiles. For example, when Josephus described those
who sent contributions to the temple, he made a distinction between the “Jews throughout the habitable
world” and “those that worshipped God” (Antiquities of the Jews 14.7.2).
An inscription is found in the theater at Miletus: topos eioudeōn tōn kai theosebion, “place of the Jews
who are also God-fearers.” It is not clear whether the seats are reserved for Jews who are God-fearers or
whether the engraver of the inscription made a mistake and transposed the words ton and kai, “place of
the Jews and the God-fearers.”

until he received a very pointed revelation that
commanded him to eat unclean animals (representing taking the gospel to Gentiles) and to meet
with the Roman centurion Cornelius (Acts 10:9–
17). Cornelius believed in the God of Israel (Acts
10:2), but unlike the Ethiopian eunuch, he was
not a convert but part of a group of Jewish sympathizers known as “God-fearers.” As Peter met with
Cornelius and his household and learned of their
story, he began to understand the meaning of his
revelation: “I truly understand that God shows no
partiality” (v. 34). After he witnessed the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on them, he acknowledged
their right to be baptized. “‘Can anyone withhold
the water for baptizing these people who have
received the Holy Spirit just as we have?’ So he
ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus
Christ” (vv. 47–48).
The reaction of members of the Jerusalem
church reminds us how difficult it was for the
early Jewish Christians to accept this expanded
missionary focus. When they heard the news of
Cornelius’s conversion, certain members of the
Jewish church “criticized” Peter because he mingled with “uncircumcised men” and ate with
them (Acts 11:1–3). They seem to be part of a
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group known as Judaizers—Jewish Christians
who believed that the law of Moses was still
valid and that Gentiles who converted to Christ
must comply with its ritual practices. Although
Jesus reinterpreted the law of Moses—making
it applicable for Jews in the first century and
raising the standard of righteousness (Matthew
5:17–48)—other rabbis of his time, such as Hillel
and Shammai, were doing likewise. After Christ’s
death, many Christians continued to attend the
synagogue on the Sabbath, although they had
additional meetings to partake of the bread and
wine in remembrance of Jesus (1 Corinthians
11:20–29). They continued to observe the law (Acts
21:20) and to visit the temple (Acts 21:23–26).
For the Judaizers, there were two activities
that epitomized the law of Moses and which
they argued should be required of Gentile converts: circumcision and table fellowship, that is,
only eating with Jews. During the Maccabean
Revolt, these practices, along with Sabbath worship, had become the symbols of Jewish identity
(1 Maccabees 1:14, 62–63; Tacitus, Histories and
Annals 5.5.2). As long as Christianity was largely
confined to Jews, such requirements were acceptable. It should not be surprising, however, that as
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Christianity began to expand its missionary focus
into Gentile lands, such parameters for conversion came into question.
Paul’s First Mission—Paul in the
Synagogues
Anatolia was an important field of labor for
the apostles Paul and John. Paul was born in
a south-central Anatolian city called Tarsus.
Although he was “brought up” in Jerusalem (Acts
22:3), he returned to Tarsus for a short period after
his conversion (Acts 9:30; Galatians 1:21). It was
here that Barnabas found him and invited him to
help with the missionary work in Antioch of Syria
(Acts 11:25–26). Eventually, Paul would embark
upon three missionary journeys through Cyprus,
Anatolia, and Greece (Acts 13–20).
His first mission with Barnabas began in
Antioch. From there they traveled to Cyprus
(Barnabas’s homeland) and central Anatolia, to
the cities Antioch of Pisidia, Iconium, Lystra,
and Derbe, before returning to Antioch. In
his account, Luke, the author of Acts, outlines

The eastern Mediterranean area in the days of the
apostles

the pattern for Paul’s missionary agenda. Upon
arrival in a new city, he went to the synagogue,
whose audience often consisted of both Jews and
Gentiles (converts and God-fearers; Acts 13:14–16,
26). This pattern of teaching in synagogues was
repeated throughout his missionary journeys.
To date, no synagogues from the first century
have been found at any of the sites in which Paul
taught. Nevertheless, we do know from literary
sources that in the first century, there were Jewish
communities in the Diaspora generally and specifically in Anatolia. Philo reports that Jerusalem
had sent out many colonies throughout the world,
including “the greater part of Asia Minor” (Gaius
281). Josephus tells of Jews in Sardis (Antiquities
14.235, 259–261) and Ephesus (Antiquities 14.228,
234, 240).
However, the material evidence for Jewish
communities comes from later periods. For example, in Corinth there is a stone lintel with a partial
inscription, “[syna]gogue of the Hebr[ews],” but
its late date (second to third century) probably
says little about the Jewish community when Paul
was there. Likewise, the famous library of Celsus
in Ephesus, which was completed in 135, has a
stone step leading into the library with a menorah
inscribed in it. This may be evidence of a Jewish
community, but it is difficult to date and would
not have predated 135 unless it is a stone in secondary use.
The synagogues that have been discovered in
the Diaspora were generally different from those
in the Holy Land, which usually had a large hall
with benches along the sides, and a mikveh (ritual
bath) nearby. In the Diaspora, however, synagogue architecture is more reliant on local influence than on any fixed pattern from the Holy
Land. This means that it is often difficult to identify and date a synagogue by its architectural plan.
Diaspora synagogues had both religious and social
functions and sometimes can only be identified
by Jewish inscriptions or symbols.
Paul’s practice of using the synagogue for his
teaching led to both positive and negative results.
On the one hand, the synagogue gave him access
to Gentiles who were already associated at some
level with the law of Moses and the worship of
Yahweh, characteristics which facilitated their
transition to Christianity. On the other hand,
although Paul had some success among the Jewish
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synagogue population (Acts 13:43; 18:8), his success among the Gentiles alienated him from many
of the other Jews, who actively fought against the
missionaries and their message. Thus Paul and
Barnabas decided to direct their message primarily to the Gentiles (Acts 13:44–50).
At the end of their mission, they returned to
Antioch and reported their successful experiences
among the Gentiles. But it was not long before
Judaizers came to Antioch and insisted that the
Gentile converts be circumcised, which caused
“no small dissension and debate” with Paul and
Barnabas (Acts 15:1–2). As a result, a council was
convened in Jerusalem to address the issue of
how Gentiles could become full members of the
Christian church. After he had heard both sides
of the argument, Peter arose and reminded those
in attendance of his revelatory experience with
Cornelius and declared, “Now therefore why are
you putting God to the test by placing on the neck
of the disciples a yoke that neither our ancestors
nor we have been able to bear? On the contrary,
we believe that we will be saved through the grace
of the Lord Jesus, just as they will” (Acts 15:7–11).
There were some table fellowship restrictions
placed on the Gentile converts, but circumcision
was not required (Galatians 2:1–14; Acts 15:19–20).
Armed with a letter from the Jerusalem leaders,
Paul returned to the congregation in Antioch.
The decision of the Jerusalem Council was well
received (Acts 15:30–31), and Paul, with a new
missionary companion named Silas, returned to
the churches that he had established in Anatolia.
Paul’s Second and Third Missions
Paul’s second and third missions were an expansion of his first. Armed with the verdict of the
Jerusalem Council, Paul returned to Derbe and
Lystra, in which “the churches were strengthened
in the faith and increased in numbers daily” (Acts
16:4–5). Following divine instructions, they traveled to the city of Troas on the northwestern coast
of Anatolia, bordering the Aegean Sea and just
south of the Hellespont (the Dardanelles). Troas
was in the region that included Assos (Acts 20:13)
and the ancient city of Troy. It was while Paul was
at Troas that he received a night vision of “a man of
Macedonia pleading with him and saying, ‘Come
over to Macedonia and help us’” (Acts 16:8–9). In
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responding to this vision, Paul and his companions, which now included Luke (as evidenced by
the shift in the narrative from “they” to “we”; Acts
16:8–17; see also 20:5–21:18; 27:1–28:16), left Asia
and brought the Christian message into Europe.
As Paul continued his travels, he generally continued with the pattern he had established during
his first mission: In Philippi, he met and taught
God-fearers such as Lydia of Thyatira and her household (Acts 16:14–15), and he taught in synagogues.
Until he came to Corinth, he traveled, established
branches of the church, and then moved on to the
next city. In Corinth, however, he put down roots
and remained for eighteen months, staying with
Aquila and Priscilla, Jewish Christians. When Paul
left Corinth for Jerusalem to attend the Passover, he
traveled with Aquila and Pricilla to Ephesus, where,
as we would expect, he “went into the synagogue
and had a discussion with the Jews.” When it was
time for him to leave, he left Priscilla and Aquila in
Ephesus to carry on the work (Acts 18:18–19).
After Passover, Paul returned to Ephesus and
established it as his base of operations for his third
mission. This was his longest mission in terms of
both distance traveled and time. He remained in
Ephesus for between two and three years (Acts
19:1, 10; 20:31).
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Artemis of Ephesus, discovered buried in the Upper City
of Ephesus; Ephesus Museum, Selçuk

In Paul’s day, Ephesus was a thriving, cosmopolitan city. Its prosperity came from two major
sources. First, it was a major thoroughfare for eastwest trade routes, although its harbor, and hence
its viability as a port, was constantly under threat
of silting up. Today the ancient city is five kilometers inland from the coast. Second, Ephesus was
home to one of the seven wonders of the ancient
world—the temple of the goddess Artemis, which
attracted pilgrims from around the Empire.
The location of Ephesus gave Paul easy access
for his missionary travels to Macedonia, Greece,
and also into the Anatolian hinterland. In addition, its cosmopolitan nature meant that he did
not always need to be on the road searching for
missionary opportunities. The constant influx of
travelers would have provided a frequent audience

for his teaching. After three months, when it
became difficult to teach in the synagogue, he
went instead to teach daily in the lecture hall of
Tyrannus (Acts 19:9). As a result of Paul’s stay in
Ephesus, “all the residents of Asia, both Jews and
Greeks, heard the word of the Lord” (Acts 19:10).
Paul’s time in Ephesus came to a close when
Demetrius, a local artisan of statues of Artemis
(incorrectly rendered “Diana” in KJV), incited a
riot against him (Acts 19:24–29). Although Paul
was personally not caught up in the disturbance,
the event provides two insights into his stay. First,
Paul’s teaching was a threat to the local economy.
Because Ephesus was an important pilgrimage
site, Demetrius and his fellow artisans’ livelihood
depended on the sale of Artemis statues to pilgrims. Second, during his time in Ephesus, he
developed friendships with important civic leaders (Acts 19:31). The text does not indicate whether
they were Christians, but it does not appear so.
Nevertheless, they were mindful of Paul’s safety
and would not let him enter into the theater
during the disturbance there.
After the demonstration at the theater, Paul
left Ephesus and went to Macedonia. Although
he had an opportunity to return to Ephesus as
he traveled back to Jerusalem, he “decided to sail
past Ephesus” and stop at Miletus instead. Luke
indicates that he chose to do so “so that he might
not have to spend time in Asia; he was eager to be
in Jerusalem, if possible, on the day of Pentecost”
(Acts 20:16).

Theater of Ephesus, one of the largest of the classical world. It was here that demonstrators protested
against Paul for his conversion of many away from the
worship of Artemis.
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Struggles in the Apostolic Church
Paul invited the leaders from Ephesus to join him
in Miletus. He warned them, “I know that after
I have gone, savage wolves will come in among
you, not sparing the flock. Some even from your
own group will come distorting the truth in
order to entice the disciples to follow them” (Acts
20:29–30). Paul’s warning is a reminder that the
early church faced both external and internal challenges as it continued to grow. Diversity, doctrinal
disunity, rebellion from within, questions about
authority, and difficulty in communication all
played a role.
During his second mission, Paul began writing letters to congregations, most of which he
had established previously. No originals of these
letters have survived, but some copies did survive
and were included in the New Testament. They

provide a unique window into the church in the
fifties and sixties of the first century. Doctrinally,
the letters were written to address specific struggles that a church congregation or, on occasion, an
individual was experiencing. For example, while
Paul was in Ephesus during his third mission, he
received letters and visits from members of the
church in Corinth. Those communiqués informed
him that doctrinal factions had developed among
the Corinthian Christians, that strange notions
concerning the gifts of the Spirit had led some
to distorted behavior, that some were engaging
in inappropriate sacrament observance, and that
some believed that there is no resurrection. In
contrast to Corinth, the Christians in Galatia
and Rome struggled to understand the place of
the law of Moses (works vs. righteousness) in the
church. As we have seen already, this was not an

Two Synagogues in Anatolia
A synagogue was discovered in the western residential section of Priene. The original excavators identified it as a house-church from the fourth century,
but later archaeologists argued that it was a Jewish
synagogue and dated it to as early as the second
century. There is a Torah niche in the eastern wall,
and there are reliefs with Jewish symbols, including
menorahs, etrogs (a citrus fruit), a shofar (ram’s horn),
a lulav (a closed branch of a palm tree), Torah scrolls,
and peacocks. A stela that has been left onsite shows
a menorah with only lightly carved lines.
Another synagogue was discovered in Sardis,
one of the seven cities of Asia mentioned in John’s
Revelation. Dating estimates range from the third
to the sixth centuries. It too contains Jewish symbols. The largest synagogue found so far in the
Diaspora, it is located in the heart of the city, with
the palaestra (exercise yard) of the gymnasium
on one side and shops and the main street on the
other. Two Torah shrines flank the central door of
the assembly room. Just in front of the apse is a
Byzantine-period synagogue at Sardis, showing the
marble table with eagle reliefs on the two table
shrines for the keeping of the Torah scrolls
supports and free-standing lion statues on either
side. Inscriptions in the synagogue indicate that the donors had both biblical and Greek names.
Even though both synagogues post-date Paul’s missionary activities, their common features suggest
that the synagogues that Paul frequented may have been similar.
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House of Peter at Capernaum. The image shows the walls that were built around the house as it was converted from
a first-century CE home to a house church and then surmounted by an octagonal church in the Byzantine period.

issue when the church was largely confined to a
Jewish audience or even when it included Gentile
converts or God-fearers. But as more and more
Gentile branches of the church were formed that
were not connected with the synagogue, the issues
of righteousness independent of the law of Moses
became a central focus.
Christians in the Holy Land initially continued to worship at the temple and in synagogues,
but they also had specific observances, such as the
Eucharist, that they did not have in common with
their fellow Jews. It appears that most of the early
Christians gathered together in private homes
(Acts 2:46; see also Acts 5:42; 12:12). One example of a house church seems to have been a house
in Capernaum—now called Peter’s house—that
Christians used as a place of worship, perhaps as
early as the end of the first century. Beginning at
that time, what had been a common house was
gradually modified for communal gatherings,
becoming a church. In the Byzantine period,
an octagonal church was built over the original
house, incorporating the sacred space. Now a
glass-floored modern church stands over it and
preserves its remains.
In Jaffa, Peter taught and baptized Cornelius
“with all his household” (Acts 10:2). In Philippi,

Paul baptized not only Lydia “and her household”
(Acts 16:15) but also his jailor “and his entire household” (Acts 16:32–34). And in Corinth, he baptized “the household of Stephanas” (1 Corinthians
1:16). These households could consist of parents,
children, grandparents, and other extended family
members, as well as servants and slaves.
It is possible that as apostles entered a new
city, they specifically sought to teach households
that could become the nucleus of the church in
the area. The patrons of those house churches
would have needed to be people of some means,
with a home large enough for a gathering of
believers. Some of those patrons appear to have
been women, such as Lydia (Acts 16:14–15, 40)
and Chloe (1 Corinthians 1:11). As the church
grew in a given city, additional households would
be established, a situation that may be reflected in
the groupings of salutations Paul sent in Romans
16:14–15.
Given the huge distances and the difficulty of
communication in the first century, a centralized
church government was difficult to administer.
Early churches, therefore, probably existed with a
fair amount of autonomy except for the infrequent
visits from the apostles and the letters they sent.
The contention in Corinth may have resulted from
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New Testament Letters and Scribes
Paul’s letters were frequently written with the help of his companions. At least one of his epistles, Romans,
notes that Paul used a scribe (Romans 1:22). This was a common practice in the ancient world, even among
the literate, and was probably Paul’s practice. Depending on the author’s wishes, the scribe may have
written down exactly what was dictated, or he may have composed the letter from the author’s guidelines. Letters were written on either papyrus from Egypt or on parchment, a treated animal skin. The latter
became increasingly popular in Pergamum as an alternative to papyrus, and our modern word parchment
derives from the name of the city. Once the scribe finished the letter, the author verified its accuracy by
signing it with a postscript: “I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand. This is the mark in every letter
of mine; it is the way I write” (2 Thessalonians 3:17). The co-authors and the use of a scribe are a reminder
that although the epistle is attributed to Paul, others may have taken a part in crafting the message and in
determining its final form. The letters were then delivered to their destination by one of Paul’s associates,
by a professional letter carrier, or by a stranger who was traveling to the destination.

conflicts between different house churches that
were established by different Christian missionaries (1 Corinthians 1:10–16). Likewise, the letter 3
John may be describing a rogue leader of a church
in its depiction of Diotrephes (vv. 9–10). Within a
short time, differences of opinion led to questions
of doctrinal unity and authority. John’s letters to
the seven churches in Asia at the end of the first

The remains of the great library at Pergamum. Pergamum
was one of the seven churches of Asia addressed in the
book of Revelation. Christians there were warned against
apostate practices and called to repent.
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century exemplify this struggle. The church in
Ephesus struggled with those who claimed apostolic authority: “You have tested those who claim
to be apostles but are not, and have found them to
be false” (Revelation 2:2). Jesus warns the church
at Pergamum, “You have some there who hold to
the teaching of Balaam. . . . You also have some
who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans.”
Finally, “Repent then. If not, I will come to you
soon and make war against them with the sword
of my mouth” (2:14–16).
Acts records that when the Christians gathered together after the ascension of Jesus from
the Mount of Olives, the disciples numbered
one hundred and twenty (Acts 1:15). The growth
of Christianity in the Roman Empire may have
started inauspiciously, but it increased rapidly.
Early converts were attracted by the promise of
universal salvation and redemption from sin.
Especially attracted were women and slaves,
showing that the dispossessed and underprivileged found the Christian message appealing,
with its promise that the next life will be better
than this one. By the end of the first century, a
Roman senator and historian would complain
that Christianity, which he describes as “a most
mischievous superstition,” had spread from Judea
to Rome (Tacitus, Annals 15.44). By the third
century, Christianity was still a minority religion, but it had begun to permeate every level
of Roman society. One early Christian writer,
Tertullian, boasted that Christians were no longer
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an inconsequential aberration of Roman society.
Rather, in a short period of time, “we have filled
every place among you—cities, islands, fortresses,
towns, market-places, the very camp, tribes, companies, palace, senate, forum” (Apology 37).
Struggles in the Post-Apostolic Church
As Christianity moved throughout the Roman
Empire after the first century, it lacked the guiding and unifying hand of the apostles. Even while
they were alive, they struggled to keep the scattered Christian congregations unified in teachings and practice, as we see in their letters. But
after their departure, many competing groups
and competing ideas came to the fore. Their
diverse messages have led scholars to talk in
terms of “Christianities” rather than a monolithic
“Christianity.”
Christianity as a whole was forced to answer
difficult criticisms from pagan opponents. One of
the most important criticisms was how Christians
could condemn the pagans for their pantheon of
gods and claim to believe in only one God when
they taught that there is a God the Father and a
God the Son. In an effort to counter such attacks,
some Christians turned to philosophy. Tertullian
asked pointedly, “What has Athens to do with
Jerusalem?” (Prescription Against Heretics 7),
meaning, “What does philosophy have to do with
Christianity?” The answer is that very quickly in
the second century, philosophy had everything to

do with Christianity. Christian thinkers who were
schooled in philosophical thought plied their training to understanding and justifying Christianity.
In doing so, they came up with radically different
interpretations of the Christian story that often
put them in conflict with one another.
The posturing of the different Christian
groups had important ramifications for the development of Christianity as a whole. At the beginning of the second century, Ignatius, Bishop of
Antioch, warned the Smyrnaeans, “Flee from all
abominable heresies, and those that cause schisms,
as the beginning of evils” (To the Smymaeans 7).
Justin Martyr seems to have been the first to write
a treatise with the specific aim of attacking heretics and their doctrines (see First Apology 26).
His work was followed by that of Irenaeus, who
wrote a five-volume treatise entitled, Against All
Heresies. Among those whom he condemned were
Marcion and Valentinus.
Marcion (c. 85–160) was the first to identify
specific Christian texts that he considered to be
scriptural. From his perspective, only selections
from the Gospel of Luke and ten of the writings
of Paul were authoritative, and he rejected all of
the Old Testament. His canon challenged other
Christian groups who drew authority from other
books. Irenaeus rejected his claims and asserted
that the authentic Gospels were Matthew, Mark,
Luke, and John. Thus the debate began over what
books should be afforded authoritative status, a
debate that lasted into the fourth century.

Early Christian Writers
The “Apostolic Fathers” belonged to the last generations of Christians who knew the apostles or knew people
who knew the apostles. They include letters attributed to Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, and Polycarp,
the Didache, the Epistle of Barnabas, a letter about the martyrdom of Polycarp of Smyrna, the Shepherd of
Hermas, the Epistle to Diognetus, and fragments preserving statements by and about Papias of Hierapolis.
The title “Church Fathers” refers to influential Christian theologians who wrote either before or after
the Nicene Council of 325. Some of the Fathers, such as Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen of
Alexandria, wrote in Greek. Others, such as Tertullian, Jerome, and Augustine, wrote in Latin. Some of them
held ecclesiastical office, and some were later declared saints. Irenaeus and Tertullian wrote extensive
works attacking groups that they considered heretical.
Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea, wrote in the early fourth century an important work called History of the
Church. He cites and quotes earlier Christian authors whose works no longer exist, making his compilation
invaluable. For him, the triumph of Christianity was the reign of the Roman emperor Constantine.
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The New Testament Canon

Column of a manuscript Bible, dating to the early
fifth century CE, showing the end of 2 Peter and
the beginning of 1 John. This document, the Codex
Alexandrinus, contains the Septuagint translation of the
Old Testament along with the Greek New Testament.
In addition, it contains the books of the Old Testament
Apocrypha and some early Christian writings that
are not part of traditional Bibles today, showing that
among some Christians the selection of the canon was
a long process. British Library, London.
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The twenty-seven books of the New Testament
were generally accepted as the authoritative writings of Christianity by the fourth century CE. The
Church used them as a measuring stick (Greek
kanon = “measuring stick,” “standard”) by which to
judge other writings and teachings.
In New Testament times, Christian scripture
consisted of the Old Testament. But by the end of
the first century, the importance of the teachings
of Jesus and his apostles had also gained a prominent place. Clement of Rome (c. 95–96) urged his
readers to “remember the words of the Lord Jesus”
(13.1; 46.7), and Justin Martyr (second century)
recorded that on Sundays, Christians gathered to
read either the “memoirs of the apostles” or the
“writings of the prophets” (First Apology 67.3).
As the number of Christian texts began to
proliferate, the debate over which were authoritative began to surface. But long before the fourth
century, Christians had shown an overwhelming
preference for the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke
and John. Origen (mid-third century), for example,
maintained that these were “the only indisputable
ones in the Church of God under heaven” (Eusebius,
History of the Church 25.3). By the third century,
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John were already bound
together in a single book (codex P45).
Three main criteria emerged for determining
whether a text was authoritative and worthy of
inclusion in the canon: (1) Were its teachings in
alignment with the basic doctrines that had been
passed down from the apostles? (2) Did it have
apostolic authority? Early on, church leaders had to
distinguish between authentic texts and those that
had been forged in the name of apostles. Origen
taught, “For we, brethren, receive both Peter and
the other apostles as Christ; but we reject intelligently the writings falsely ascribed to them,
knowing that such were not handed down to us”
(Eusebius, History of the Church 6.12.3). In the case
of the Gospels of Mark and Luke, the tradition of
their close association with the apostles Peter and
Paul was enough to validate their inclusion. (3) Did
it have a continuous history of acceptance within
the church?
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Although Irenaeus addressed many groups
that he considered heretical, it was the Valentinian
Gnostics who became the main focus of his work.
Gnosticism was a belief system embraced by
many Christians that taught that physical matter
and everything associated with it was evil. Because
God could not consist of matter or even be the
creator of it, all material creation had to be looked
upon as perverse. Irenaeus wrote forcefully against
these people, and for centuries, his description
of them was the major one available. However,
when the Nag Hammadi Library was discovered
in Egypt in 1945, for the first time we had access to
Valentinian texts that described their own beliefs,
texts such as the Gospel of Truth and the Gospel of
Philip. These texts show beliefs that were certainly
different from orthodox Christianity, and they
make it clear that different Christianities existed
in the days after the apostles.

Both Marcion and Valentinus and their followers were eventually ostracized from mainstream
Christianity, but not before they had gained significant followers. The force and magnitude of
the attacks by Irenaeus and his successors show
that they understood the “heretics” to be a clear
and present danger to Christian orthodoxy as they
understood it. Although Irenaeus’s Christianity
eventually won the conflict, the discovery of the
Nag Hammadi library reminds us of the differing
understandings of what it meant to be a Christian
in the second through fourth centuries.
External Struggles
For the most part, Rome was quite tolerant of
different religions. Judaism, for example, was recognized as a legal religion from the time of Julius
Caesar, and it received a number of concessions.
But that religious tolerance was severely tested in

A Description of Nero’s Persecution
Against the Christians
“In the meantime, the number of the Christians
being now very large, it happened that Rome was
destroyed by fire, while Nero was stationed at
Antium. But the opinion of all cast the odium of causing the fire upon the emperor, and he was believed
in this way to have sought for the glory of building
a new city. And in fact Nero could not, by any means
he tried, escape from the charge that the fire had
been caused by his orders. He therefore turned
the accusation against the Christians, and the most
cruel tortures were accordingly inflicted upon the
innocent. Nay, even new kinds of deaths were
invented, so that being covered in the skins of wild
beasts, they perished by being devoured by dogs,
while many were crucified or slain by fire, and not a
few were set apart for this purpose, that, when the
day came to a close, they should be consumed to
serve for light during the night. In this way, cruelty
first began to be manifested against the Christians.
Afterwards, too, their religion was prohibited by
laws which were enacted; and by edicts openly set
forth it was proclaimed unlawful to be a Christian.”
(Sulpicius Severus, Chronicle 2.29.)

The Emperor Nero (54–68 CE); Capitoline Museum, Rome
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Judea by the revolt of 66–70, when the Romans
eventually destroyed the temple. It was tested
even more during the Bar Kochba Revolt (132–35),
when Jews were banned from living in Jerusalem
and the city was converted into a Roman city
renamed Aelia Capitolina.
As long as Christianity was understood to
be a part of Judaism, it benefited from that legal
recognition. But as it separated from Judaism,
Christians lost some of those concessions and
began to experience persecutions directed explicitly against them. Romans viewed Christians as a
new, secretive marginal group that refused to participate in their public petitions to the gods. Early
on, persecutions were intermittent and localized.
In 64, Nero used Christians in Rome as a scapegoat to blame for the fire that destroyed much of
the city. Early tradition claims that both Peter and
Paul were executed in Rome during that time. But
Nero’s persecution lasted for only a short time and
was confined to Rome.
After Nero, the refusal of Christians to participate in public worship of the Roman gods
increasingly became a major area of tension.
The Christian stance was viewed as an affront
to the “peace of the gods,” the belief that when
the Roman gods were worshipped and placated,
good things happened for the empire. Tertullian
summarized the conflict between Roman and
Christian sensitivities: “We do not worship your
gods, because we know that there are no such
beings” (Apology 10). Christian refusal to participate in worshipping the Roman gods was eventually viewed as a major destabilizing influence on
the Empire.
At the end of the first century, the emperor
Domitian (81–96) began to emphasize the importance of participating in the imperial religion.
A large temple was erected to him in Ephesus.
Roman sources record that he referred to himself
with the titles, “Lord” and “God” and insisted that
others refer to him likewise (Suetonius, Domitian
13.2; Dio Cassius, Roman History 67.4.7). Such a
requirement would have caused difficulties for the
early Christians, who used those titles to refer to
Jesus (John 20:28). Since Irenaeus places the book
of Revelation in the latter part of Domitian’s reign
(Against Heresies 5.30.3), this may be the reason
why the apostle John had been exiled “on the
island called Patmos because of the word of God
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Remains of a monumental statue of the Emperor
Domitian (81–96 CE), once located at his temple in the
Upper City of Ephesus. Ephesus Museum, Selçuk

and the testimony of Jesus” (Revelation 1:9). John
described himself as, “your brother who share[s]
with you in Jesus the persecution” (1:9), indicating that his audience was also experiencing trials.
His letter to the church at Pergamum mentions
a man who was a faithful witness and who was
killed among them (2:13), and he sees in vision
those Christians who had been killed (6:11; 7:14).
After Domitian’s death, the persecutions continued. Pliny the Younger, a governor in northern
Anatolia, wrote to the Emperor Trajan (98–117)
for advice on how to conduct legal proceedings against Christians (Pliny, Letters 10.96). He
explained that he had already interrogated some
Christians. If they confessed, then he continued
the interrogation, trying to get them to recant. If
they refused, then he put them to death because
of their stubbornness. The test that he devised to
determine whether people were Christians was to
try to force them to worship an image of Trajan
and other statues of the Roman gods, and also
to curse Jesus. He said that he chose those tests
because no true Christian could ever be forced to
do them.
Trajan’s reply was for Pliny to continue what
he was doing, but he noted that those procedures were to be followed only if a Christian was
brought before him. Trajan specifically directed
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Pliny not to seek out Christians nor to rely on
anonymous accusations (Pliny, Letters 10.97).
The localized, intermittent persecution of
Christians during the first two centuries changed
during the third. The Roman Empire was in a
state of crisis. Militarily, it was being attacked on
numerous fronts, its economy was in shatters,
and there was little continuity of government as
emperors changed constantly. The peace of the
gods was in disarray—and the Christians were
to blame. Beginning around 250, emperors tried
to turn things around by instigating systematic,
empire-wide persecutions. Beginning that year,
an edict was issued requiring all people to offer a
sacrifice to the Roman gods for the welfare of the
emperor. Christians were sought out and expected
to comply. The response of the Christians was
varied. When confronted with the prospect of
torture, some recanted their faith, some went into
hiding, and some were executed. A few years later,
the ongoing crisis ushered in more persecutions.
Clergy were ordered to sacrifice to the Roman
gods or face banishment, and Christians were outlawed from congregating. A year later, the persecutions were expanded, as upper-class Christians
were required to forfeit their property, and clergy
were executed.
The largest and most devastating persecution began in 303 under the Emperor Diocletian.
He circulated an imperial edict that ordered the
destruction of all Christian churches, the destruction of the sacred texts, the suspension of legal
rights for upper-class Christians, and the reduction to slavery of Christian members in the imperial service. Later edicts ordered the imprisonment of Christian leaders and required that they

The Emperor Doicletian (284–305 CE); Archaeology
Museum, Istanbul

be compelled by any means necessary to offer
sacrifice (Eusebius, History of the Church 8.2.4).
The first sign of a reprieve came in 311, when
Galerius, Diocletian’s successor, issued the Edict
of Toleration, allowing Christians to pray to their
own God for the empire. But it was not until 313,
when Constantine issued the Edict of Milan, that
the full effects of Diocletian’s persecution were
rescinded and Christian property was returned.
During these persecutions, Christians were
repeatedly blamed for the calamities that beset the

Egyptian Christianity and the Nag Hammadi Library
Unfortunately, we know relatively little about the beginnings of Christianity in Egypt. Tradition says that
Mark first introduced Christianity there (Eusebius, History of the Church 16.1), although we know little else
about its development in the first century. In the second and third centuries, some important Christian
thinkers had ties with Alexandria. In 1945, a local farm laborer found an ancient sealed jar buried at the
base of a cliff in the Nag Hammadi region of Upper Egypt. In that jar, he found twelve leather-bound complete papyrus codices, with an additional eight pages from another. These codices contained fifty-two treatises that may have belonged to a nearby monastery and that were buried in 367 after Bishop Athenasius
forbade the use of non-canonical texts.
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Roman Empire because they did not participate
in the worship of the Roman gods. It is therefore
not surprising that Tertullian would complain
that the Romans thought that Christians were
“the cause of every public disaster, of every affliction with which the people are visited. If the Tiber
rises as high as the city walls, if the Nile does not
send its waters up over the fields, if the heavens
give no rain, if there is an earthquake, if there is
famine or pestilence, straightway the cry is, ‘Away
with the Christians to the lion!’” (Apology 40).
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Christianity did not develop in a vacuum. The early
church leaders operated in a world that was ever
changing and expanding. During Jesus’s lifetime,
the apostles were directed to concentrate solely
on the house of Israel, but the post-resurrection
ministry was fundamentally different. Expanding
missionary work to include the Gentiles was a
difficult transition—difficult to transition away
from the law of Moses and difficult to transition
into the Roman world. As Christianity grew, its
adherents began to be found in all levels of society. Even so, its growth also led to significant
challenges. While the Roman Empire was strong,
Christianity’s political separatism and refusal to
participate in the imperial religion were viewed
as little more than irritants. But when the empire
found itself in a state of crisis, as it did in the third
century, Christianity was seen as the destabilizing
force of the peace of the gods that threatened to
destroy the empire.
Christianity’s other major challenge arose
as it developed competing theologies. Initially,
those competing theologies focused on the role
of the law of Moses in the fledgling church. As
it increasingly expanded into the Gentile world,
however, those theologies were gradually replaced
by differing philosophical interpretations. The
resulting posturing of different Christianities to
claim legitimacy became a divisive element that
the Emperor Constantine could not tolerate in his
realm. If Christianity was to receive state sanction
and be the means of uniting his empire, then it
would need to be united. In the fourth century
and beyond, this led to numerous councils whose
primary goal was to orchestrate that unity.
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